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Who Were the Wide Awakes? 


The Wide Awakes were an pro-abolitionist mass youth movement in 
the 1860’s (right before the Civil War) who turned anti-abolitionist 
representatives’ lives into waking nightmares. 

“A band of “sleepy Gotham politicians” gathered in a Manhattan 
tavern late one evening in 1860. It wos a windy Thursday night, and 
the atmosphere inside the dimly lit establishment was subdued. The 
bosses ordered ale and settled into a lazy debate about the usual 
political topics. They cursed the Republican party, analyzed their 
presidential ticket, and worried about the possibility of secession, all 
while getting steadily drunker in the cozy tavern. 

They first heard the noise around midnight. From uptown came the 
clash of a marching band followed by the advancing tread of hundreds 
of boots on the cobblestones of the Bowery. Soon the stench of burning 
oil filled their nostrils, and the tavern’s dark windows began to glow 
from the outside. Tipsy and curious, the insiders spilled out onto the 
street to join a throng of dazed New Yorkers. There they watched as large formations of young men, clad 
in shimmering black capes and soldiers’ caps, came stomping down the middle of their island. Each bore 
a blazing torch, and none said a word. Pushing through the crowd, the sobered politicians shouted, “Who 
are these Wide Awakes?”-New York Herald, Sept. 19,1860, p. 2. 

These young people grew up in a similarly fraught and polarized world as our own, and they took 
sustained radical action to match the moment. Wide awake to the moral depravity of slavery, they 
called out slavery supporters, and criticized their own party, which had dragged their feet on 
abolition, as weak-willed and complicit. They ensured the safety and democratic rights of those who 
envisioned a world where slavery was abolished, rallying around pro-abolition speakers and 
politicians, serving as defenders and poll watchers. 

In the next half decade, Abraham Lincoln was elected, slavery was abolished, and the visionary 
Reconstruction began in the South. Our generation must fight for true abolition and complete the 
unfinished work of the Reconstruction. 

Last month Sunrisers, in partnership with other local organizations, staged a Wide Awake Action 
demanding justice for Breonna Taylor in her hometown of Louisville. Since then we’ve seen Wide 
Awake Actions fighting for justice for Palestinians, basic rights for immigrants, and abolition. This 
tactic has spread across the country, and for the next 100 days until the election we will continue to 
tell our politicians that we can’t sleep - and neither should they. 



For more background: 

“Young Men for War”: The Wide Awakes and Lincoln’s 1860 Presidential Campaign 






Purpose 


The elites running the country are either architects of the nightmare or asleep at the wheel, 
sleep-talking in platitudes, empty promises, restingcomfortably while they have no plan for the crises 
we face: 

• A pandemic-induced recession 

• Racist violence and police brutality 

• The fast-approaching climate crisis 

• Skyrocketing inequality and poverty 

• Direct attacks on our democracy 

Those injustices share the same root cause: colonial white supremacy, and a capitalist economy that 
invests in extraction and violence instead of care and repair. 

We are wide awake to the impacts of these systems, not just the effect on the air we breathe, the water 
we drink, and the places we call home, but to the effect of the economic oppression and violent 
brutality being inflicted upon marginalized people. 

We need a new, powerful tactic to target our politicians in this urgent time. Our leaders are sleeping 
through this crisis. We cannot occupy their offices, so we must bring the crisis to their home. Sunrisers 
will mobilize outside the homes of politicians in the middle of the night to wake them up to the 
realities the people in our country are currently facing. 

Messag in g 


Narrative 


We Are Wide Awake; the dream is over; now begins their nightmare 

We have lived our whole lives in the wildest dreams of a few billionaires. While they profit, we lose 
sleep, we lose jobs, we can’t pay rent. While the stock market booms, police kick in our doors and our 
neighbor’s doors, to murder the same people who are already being killed at higher rates by toxic air, 
undrinkable water, COVID, and the deathly effects of poverty. 

But this nightmare is nothing new. We were born into crisis. We inherited a world defined by endless 
wars, record income inequality, deepening structural racism and the existential threat of climate 
catastrophe. But we are also the ones who know how to build an economy and society that actually 
takes care of people. We are the essential workers, holding the world together by stocking grocery 
store shelves, taking your vitals at the emergency room, handing you a sandwich over the counter, 
caring for your children while you pick up an extra shift. Inspired by our elders, who arm-in-arm pulled 
this country out of the Great Depression, we are a generation craving meaning and security in our 
work. We are ready to build a new world where we serve our communities and the government works 
for us. 







Finally, the power of the people is beginningto show. 2020's Black-led, abolitionist uprising has 
become the biggest movement in American history. Marching with our partner Movement for Black 
Lives, we see our dreams for the future are possible. We will build on the power of the uprising and 
bring the nightmare our communities are facing to the doorsteps of those responsible: the leaders 
who were asleep at the wheel - or worse - designed this crisis. 

This is not a protest, this is a haunting. For the next hundred days we will march to their homes at 
midnight and make it clear: we are wide awake to their role in creating this nightmare. When they 
force us to go back to school in unsafe conditions, when they do nothing to stop federal agents from 
snatching us off the streets, or stop our democracy from crumbling, we will bang on their doors from 
dusk until dawn and make them hear us. They cannot sleep until they give way to the power of the 
people. We will channel our rage into mass action and inspire confidence that social movements are 
the best way to smite the politicians in power. 


Slogans 


• We Are Wide Awake 

• Wa ke U p [Name of Target] 

• No Justice, No Sleep 

• We Can’t Sleep, Neither Should [Name of Target] 

• No Sleep‘tilJustice 

• Look Us in the Eyes 

Action Planning 


Taking Action as Sunrise 


In order to win the fight against rotten politicians and huge structural inequalities and transform 
society, politics, and our economy, we need as many people as possible to understand that we are in a 
crisis of historic proportions. Non-violent action is our best tool to bring the truth of the crisis we face 
to the public. It forces people to answer the question “Which side are you on?” and it is absolutely 
essential to Sunrise’s strategy. 

If you haven’t taken action before (and even if you have), start by reviewing the Taking Action as 
Sunrise Guide . This guide has information on Sunrise’s orientation to non-violent direct action, how 
to decide when and how to take action, as well as resources that will help you plan and hold powerful 
non-violent direct actions. 


We strongly encourage you use this Action Planning Template . The template walks through every step 
of planning an action — assigning roles, setting goals, getting materials, evaluating risk, and more. 

The guide also has common action roles descriptions and common action steps to use as resources. 












Check out this Action Plan for the Wide Awake action that took place in Louisville, KY. This template 
will give you a sense of what an action plan for a Wide Awake action can look like. 


iTargetl 


At Sunrise, we talk a lot about “targeting the public.” This is an orientation that helps guide our 
actions, organizing and all of our work. We believe we need millions of Americans to be involved in this 
fight in order to win. In order to get as many members of the public to participate as possible, we need 
to think about how the public views everything we do. Targeting the public means we must hold 
actions that make people want to support our work and join the movement. It also means we should 
bring the public in to all of our actions, even if they aren’t physically there. 

Targeting the public is different from our oct/on target, who is the person we are making demands of. 
Choosing the right target is essential for a successful action. Check out the example action in KYfor 
more details on how they chose their target. 

For this Wide Awake Action tactic your target should be a local politician who can meet your 
demand or one who is making the crisis worse. This could include: a bad actor politician who hasn’t 
taken COVID or economic recovery seriously (e.g. Members of Congress like McConnell failing on 
COVID and racial justice); Democrats who aren’t taking strong stances on the crisis; ora governor or 
other bad actor related to the election. Your target should be a publicfigure who will be forced to pick 
a side because of this action. 


Tactic 


Sunrisers march to the target’s house before dawn and ruin their sleep. They deserve no peace as they 
send workers to the frontlines and students back to school without safety & security, block people 
from voting, and refuse to address racism and police brutality. 

Some people bang pots and pans. Some hold signs and banners coated in bright paint. Some carry 
flashlights and flash beams into politicians windows. Some shoot fireworks at a safe distance. The 
target will be woken up by songs and speeches that lift up the crisis, list out our demands, and 
showcase the power of our community. At Sunrise, when our action has concluded, we exit loudly 
with a hopeful song, leaving the power of our generation at their doorstep. 

We refuse to be ignored, we want our leaders to confront us in their bathrobes, because until there is 
justice, there will be no sleep. 


Tone 


Fierce, relentless, militant optimism, righteous anger, powerful 

These actions should escalate our intimidation and challenge elites’ assumptions about “civility.” We 
want to make our leaders afraid of our power, and be forced to pick a side. We have righteous anger 









towards our target and deep love for our community. We must maintain a cathartically emotional, 
militant optimist tone, deeply grounded in MLK’s Principles of Non-Violence . 


Risk 


We need to prepare for this new terrain: cops enforcinge domestic property disturbances more 
aggressively than political office sit-ins and brutal attacks by federal officers in cities across the 
country. In addition, there is a level of risk inherent in any action we take, and each of us experience 
that risk in different ways. Participating in an action may be a much higher sacrifice for some of us, 
because of our race, gender identity, our ability, our immigration status or other factors. When 
we take action together, we need to take into account how different members of our group will 
experience interactions with the public, politicians, press and police. Check out this Know Your Rights 
Guide from the ACLU to make sure you are prepared. Consult the Taking Action Guide for more 
information about risk. 


ction Training & Internal Communication 


For many actions, and always for actions that include the possibility of arrest, you should hold a 
training. We recommend holding the action training the evening before your action, so all the 
information is fresh in people’s mind. Click Action Training Template to prep for your training. 

Seta time and date to get your group together for a run-through of the action plan and invite 
everyone who you want to attend the action. You can make an event for this action prep meeting to 
collect RSVPs so you know how many people to expect and can remind people to show up! Spread the 
word for this meeting bv texting everyone in vour hub , sending an email, calling people who you want 
to make sure show up, and posting the event link on social media. 

In this meeting, make sure everyone knows their legal rights. Practice your deployment (how you 
approach the area where you are taking action) and practice your staging (who’s holding what sign, 
where everyone is standing). If you can’t meet in person, meeting virtually is a good secondary option. 
Share your Action Plan (template available in the Taking Action Guide) with all participants who are 
confirmed as participants in the action, which includes the details of your training, the march plan, 
what to bring, tick-tock (day-of schedule), and other important details. For privacy purposes, at this 
meeting you should set up a secure group message for all participants to communicate centrally via 
an app like Signal. 

If you need help with action planning, you can reach out to Roberto (roberto&sunrisemovement.ora. 
@Roberto Juarez on Slack). 

Action Art. Stag in g & Music 

mumrni 

Visual strategy is everything communicated through the visuals of your action. This includes your 
action art (banners, signs, t-shirts), your staging (the way people stand and hold their signs), and lots 
















of details like people’s body language. The more thoughtful and aligned with your overall strategy 
your visuals are, the more powerful your action will be. Check out this visual strategy training for more 
information. For links to all of the docs about art for actions, check out this Art Leads Guide . 

Once you’ve decided on your slogans you need to choose what art you’re making for your action. 

Often making one big banner with messaging directed at your target as well as signs that people can 
hold in their hands with secondary messaging works best. Check out our Banner Guide and Stencil 
Guide to learn how to make these props. 

Think about the outfits people will wear to the action as uniforms. Instead of the usual Sunrise shirts, 
consider all black with a yellow bandana or mask to fit the haunting and powerful tone of this action. 
You could also consider custom masks for your action with the Wide Awake text or symbol (linked in 
the design section below) on your mask. 

Usually people hold an art build to make the art for an action. You can also host a virtual art build, if 
that’s safer for your community due to COVID. Supplies for action art are sometimes hard to find or 
order, especially during COVID. If possible, plan ahead to order supplies online that aren’t available 
locally. Learn more about supplies in our Supply List and Shopping Tips Guide . 


Design 


Sunrise’s usual Style Guide helps us have unified and powerful visuals for 
our actions across the country. For the launch of the Wide Awake 
campaign duringthis unprecedented time in American history. Sunrise is 
using a specific Wide Awake identity for these 100 days of actions. 

This design is different but still connected to Sunrise’s “traditional” style. 

The Wide Awake Style Guide includes typefaces, colors, textures, and a logo that communicate the 
righteous tone of this new action tactic. It can be used along with Sunrise’s existing style guide . 
Consider using these resources for your social media posts, and thinkabout incorporating the Wide 
Awake typeface “Stonewall” into your action art. 

More templates for action art in the Wide Awake style will be linked FIERE in early August. 

If you have questions about design for your action, reach out to Jules, iuies&sunrisemovementora 



Staging and Photography 


staging is making a plan for how your participants and action art will be positioned during your action 
to be as powerful as possible and to be able to capture photos and video that tell a clear story of the 
action. Especially during COVID, photos of your action will probably be seen by many more people 
than the action itself. You can make a plan for staging by drawing what you want the action to look 
like. Below are staging drawings next to actual photos from a Wide Awake Action. Think about how 

















doing an action at night or at dusk will affect the photos; be sure to use flash if it’s dark during your 
action! 

On the day of your action, plan to have someone overseeing staging, and someone overseeing the 
action art, and at least one person taking photos. All of these people should coordinate about what 
the action will look like and what photos of the action you need. Check out this staging & photography 
slideshow to learn more about all of the details of powerful staging and day-of roles. 

For questions about action art and staging for your action, check out the #art4actions channel on Slock 
or email ort&sunrisemovement.ora 



Music 


Music helps set the tone of your action. Consider choosing songs that build in intensity throughout the 
course of your action, starting quiet and slow and becoming louder and more demanding and 
powerful. Think about songs that reflect the tone of your action, connect with your local community, 
and are simple enough for the people taking action to learn. 

Check out a list of recommended songs here . You can also use the Sunrise Soundcloud to hear how 
these songs sound and help teach them to your hub. 

Other Sound 

Wide Awake actions historically used various props to elevate the noise and the emphasis “waking up” 
the target. In the Wide Awake Mitch action, about half of the participants had pots and pans as props. 
Think about how many people you will have and whether pots and pans are symbolic or actually used 
for noise making. 

Another option is inviting a marching band to participate, similar to the original Wide Awake activists, 
to help wake up your target. Some groups have tried using fireworks as a way to make noise and draw 



















attention to the action. Think about what noise making fits with the songs, speaking, and chants for 
your action. 


Communications 


Talking Points 


[Target name] is watching us drown. 

We are suffering. Our people are dying, our communities are reeling, and our economy is drowning. 
But rather than invest in our survival, our leaders cower behind closed doors- scheming up plans to 
shovel more tax money into the wallets of fossil fuel CEOs and into the military takeovers of our 
neighborhoods. 

Our generation is done asking nicely. 

We tried signing petitions. We tried calling and visiting their office. Through it all, they ignored us. Now 
we’re taking actions they cannot ignore. 

We won’t be held back by the limited imagination of the past; we CAN build a better world. 

Now is not the time for incrementalism or promises of future change. We must demand the future we 
need, not the future we think we can negotiate for. 

This is not youthful naivete. 

These tactics have worked before. They earned us end of slavery, the New Deal, the Civil Rights Act. 
The “adults in the room” call us naive, but we’re doing the only thing that has ever changed society. 

This is not just a protest, it’s a haunting. 


Social Media 


Often when we think about posting on social media for an action we just think about the day of the 
action. To make the best use of our social media we want to think about sharing the entire action arc 
of the action: preparing for the action, doing the action, and after the action, on our hub’s social 
media. Check out this Wide Awake Social Media Guide for more examples of how to do this. 


Press 


Getting press coverage is key to shaping the narrative, demonstrating power, and making sure we get 
the public’s attention. Reach out to local journalists and share a media advisory about your action. 

You can use this Media Outreach Guide to help you through the process. Have a press list prepared 
ahead of time so that you can send the media advisory a few days before (with however much detail 
you think is strategic to share) and send out information right away the day of the action. Look at what 
topics journalists usually coverto evaluate if they are likely to coverthis action (eg: if they cover 
protests or write about your target, they might be a good person to reach out to about the story). 









Consider also reaching out to local independent media sources early and giving them information on 
the action to help them get more traction to their pages, particularly if they are BlPOC-led. 


hummam 

Have a tweet with a short clip from the beginningof your action ready to go. Add a link of the video to 
a press release that you’ve prepared ahead of time to point attention to where other people are 
tracking your action. You can also share photos from your photographers directly to the press. 

Share photos on all of your social media platforms following the action. 

Be sure to upload your photos to Sunrise’s Digital Asset Library as soon as the action ends. This is a 
good place to keep track of all of your photos, and also allows Sunrise national to share your photos. 
It’s also a way for other people in the movement to have access to your photos, both to share and 
amplify your message, and also to learn from! 


Speakers & Spokespeopie 


An important part of your action planning is preparing the people who will be speaking publicly. 
Speakers should write and rehearse their speech ahead of time, and spokespeople, the people who 
are designated to talk to the press, should also review talking points ahead of time to make sure that 
your topline messaging, demands, and objectives are highlighted in short sound bites and so that 
you’re ready to answer questions during the action. 

How to Draft Your Speech: 

Reflect on your values. What’s a heartfelt belief you hold? What do you care about that you 
wanna see more of in the world? Justice, freedom, community, etc. How does that value lead 
you to having a Wide Awake action? 

Zero in on the challenge. What’s onetime you found your value missing in the world? Was it a 
personal experience? Did you read about something? What happened? How is it missing now? 
Next, consider the hope. Why are you hopeful your people can bring that value into the world? 
Was there a time you or your people have acted on the value before? What gives your 
community its strength? 

Finally, the choice. What happens if we act? If we fail to act? What do the two futures look like? 
What’s the first thing we can do to act right now (action step)? 

Try to speak in moments. Bring us to one moment, one day, when you especially felt the challenge or 
hope. Tell us what senses you felt in your body, and emotions you felt in your heart. Tell us the images 
you saw. 

Finally, keep your speech to 3-5 minutes. Stick to what inspires you! This is your chance to turn deep 
values into meaningful action. Wake up your own heart, and it’ll leave the public feeling Wide Awake. 






Consider who you’re asking to be spokespeople for your action. If you havea primarily white hub, be 
careful not to tokenize your BIPOC members as the only visible speakers. Being a speaker at an action 
and telling a personal story is a lot of emotional labor. Be sure to check in with speakers before and 
after speaking to offer them support. 

Keep in mind that it is important to invest in leadership skills of your speakers, especially BIPOC and 
working class leaders, outside of public speaking roles. Invite them to trainings and support them to 
step into leadership roles in the day-to-day operations of your hub, notjust during actions. 

If you haven’t supported speakers or spokespeople before and need help, you can reach out to Jeremy 
Ornstein (ieremv.ornstein&sunrisemovement.ora. @Jornstein on Slack). 

Working with Partners 

Principle 10: We stand with other movements for change 

A primer on principle 10 // partnerships principles. 

Principle 7: We take initiative; we ask “does this bring us closer to our goal?” 

Being a moral disruptor often rocks the boat or involves taking risks that are hard to get multiple 
organizations to agree to. While some groups will be excited to join us in moral disruption, others will 
not be willing or able to do so. That’s ok! 

If the focus of your action is on racial injustice, or police violence towards Black people, work to get 
alignment from Black-led partner organizations and/or other community leaders before diving into 
your action. If they cannot participate, communicate directly to make sure your plan to lift up their 
demands and the framing around the action is in line with their work. If they want to participate, then 
ask what role they would like to play or offer opportunities for them to plugin. The hub can do much 
of the heavy-lifting to bring the action together. 


Celebrate, Debrief & Recruit 

Be sure to celebrate your work once the action is over! Give people a chance to celebrate themselves 
and each other and also debrief the action and discuss what you want to do differently next time. You 
can use this feedback form as a starting point. 

Actions are a key way to bring people into the movement, and build leadership. Plan to have a date, 
time and location already scheduled foryour debrief and next hub meeting that you can put on the 
Sunrise map and invite people to at the end of the action. Check-in with people who took on more 
leadership to hear how it felt and giving feedback on how they did. Check out this Action Guide for 
more info. 











Take Action! 


Sign up to do a Wide Awake action! 


Fill out this form to get coaching support and register for our training call on August 4th at 5pm PT/ 
8pm ET. Encourage other leaders in your hub to come to the call too, so you can work together to pull 
this off! 



This guide has a lot of information, but remember: you don’t have to do this alone! Share this guide 
with your hub and work together to pull this off. 

To get help with action planning, fill out the above form or go to the #taking-direct-action Slack 
channel to chat with other people taking action across the country! If you’re stuck, you can reach out 
to Roberto ( roberto&sunrisemovement.ora. @Roberto Juarez on Slack). 

By taking unified, collective action across the country we will demonstrate our power to the 
politicians who are asleep at the wheel. Let’s wake them up—we’ll see you in the streets! 


Guidelines for sharing this content: All resources in this guide are created for Sunrise Movement if you 
are shoring these resources with partners, please credit Sunrise Movement if you want to repurpose 
these resources or have questions about this guide, reach out to Nina (nina&sunrisemovement.ora. 
@Nino Eichner on Slack). 








